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On 3 November 2009, I had the privilege of witnessing the last-ever performance by Psychic TV. At the Tabernacle in West London, they performed to a small but deeply appreciative crowd. They held the attention of an enraptured audience, performing pieces from recent albums, including stunning renditions of Higher and Higher, Hookah Chalice and Papal Breakdance, as well as a song by the late Syd Barrett. It was announced as Psychic TV’s final appearance in the UK, and the performance formalized the centrality of endings and beginnings in the work of Genesis P-Orridge, now known by a new name and a new gender: Breyer P-Orridge. I have seen three performances by Psychic TV, in London and New York, and each time I have been struck by the sheer animal power of P-Orridge’s work.

Since the late 1960s, a strange and compelling performer has enthralled and appalled audiences in the UK and internationally. This began with P-Orridge’s performances with his group COUM Transmissions, culminating in Prostitution (1976), a notorious exhibition at London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts. Ever since, P-Orridge has been a spur to the most challenging developments in British performance and visual culture. After the scandal of COUM’s exhibition, for which Tory MP Nicholas Fairbairn labelled him and his cohort ‘the wreckers of civilisation’, P-Orridge became a household name. They fanned the flames of this notoriety by courting controversial topics in their art – and in their music, in the group they morphed into, Throbbing Gristle – including serial killers Gary Gilmore, Myra Hindley and Ian Brady, child abuse, and the American wartime usage of Agent Orange.

Throughout the 1970s, P-Orridge was an unlikely representative of British art and performance, presenting work at exhibitions, festivals and biennials in the United States and Europe. He pioneered industrial music with Throbbing Gristle, who gave their first performance at the opening of Prostitution, precipitating thirty years of musical experimentation (the mainstream industrial music of Nine Inch Nails and Marilyn Manson would be unthinkable without their innovations). In 1978, Throbbing Gristle’s mission was ‘aborted’, and P-Orridge went on to form the trippy dance music group Psychic TV. In 1981, he and members of the queer occult bands Coil and Current 93 inaugurated an offshoot organization, Thee Temple ov Psychick Youth (TOPY), a teen cult utilizing the teachings of Aleister Crowley and the sigil-drawing techniques of Austin Osman Spare. On account of TOPY’s vast (and continuing) subcultural appeal, P-Orridge came under the scrutiny of the police, after a Channel 4 documentary implied that P-Orridge had been involved in Satanic ritual abuse, and the artist went into self-imposed exile in 1992. On the occasion of this departure for the United States, his friend and mentor William S. Burroughs presented a public lecture tour of the UK to educate audiences about the government’s hounding of P-Orridge (audio recordings are held in the British Library Sound Archive). 

Spanning performance art and body art, music, body modification, mail art, sculpture, installation and other media, the history of P-Orridge’s art is arguably the crucial development that spawned Live Art in the UK. P-Orridge’s work constitutes the prehistory that has enabled several generations of interdisciplinary practitioners in and beyond performance. Not least, the challenges posed by COUM Transmissions, Throbbing Gristle and Breyer P-Orridge reveal the disingenuousness of the bloated rhetoric of intimacy and risk, which is so often exploited ahistorically in recent critical writing on performance. Indeed, I would go so far as to say that P-Orridge is the hidden source of everything that is vital, interesting and challenging in contemporary British performance. Nevertheless, the oversight of P-Orridge’s influence is one of the enduring scandals of the scholarly reception of performance in the UK. His work has, however, been afforded critical and subcultural
acclaim, and heralded by subcultural icons, including Timothy Leary, Brion Gysin and Charles Manson. 

P-Orridge’s most recent experiments in ‘cultural engineering’ have involved extensive cosmetic surgery, in collaboration with his partner, the late Lady Jaye Breyer. Over a series of operations spanning nearly a decade, P-Orridge has transformed himself into the ‘p-androgyne’, deploying cosmetic surgery and body modification towards a corporeal translation of the cut-up technique of Burroughs and Gysin. In a project called Breaking Sex (1999–2007), P-Orridge and Breyer underwent a series of surgical procedures towards the goal of visually mirroring their bodies, including breast implants, chin, cheek and eye augmentation, dental operations and facial tattooing. The project was halted when Breyer died, suddenly, of heart failure in October 2007. Breaking Sex was an attempt to physically manifest ‘the third mind’, a concept that Burroughs and Gysin invented in the 1960s to invoke the possibilities that arise from a blurring of subjective limits via the technical approximation of collage through writing. As Gérard Georges-Lemaire writes in a major collection of Burroughs and Gysin’s cut-up experiments (Gérard Georges-Lemaire, ‘23 Stitches Taken’, in The Third Mind, ed. by William S. Burroughs and Brion Gysin [London: John Calder, 1979], pp. 9–24 [p. 18]):

The Third Mind is not the history of a literary collaboration, but rather the complete fusion in a praxis of two subjectivities [. . .] that metamorphose into a third; it is from this collusion that a new author emerges, an absent third person invisibly and beyond grasp, decoding the silence.

Breyer P-Orridge has followed, to the letter, this merging of subjectivities at the expense of a single authorial voice, producing the ‘pandrogyne’ (or ‘p-androgyne’), a fleshy incarnation of the ‘third mind’. They provocatively enacted Burroughs and Gysin’s abandonment of inviolate works and artistic ownership, ‘a magical or divine creativity that could only result from the unconditional integration of two sources’ – in this case, the forcible dissolution of distinctions between two bodies (see Breyer P-Orridge, ‘Excerpts from a Dialogue with Dominic Johnson’, in Everything You Know about Sex is Wrong: Extremes of Human Sexuality (and Everything in Between), ed. by Russ Kick [New York: Disinformation Press, 2005], pp. 345–8 [p. 345]). Breyer P-Orridge’s p-androgyny project is a loving address to the principles of the cut-up, which manifests Gysin and Burroughs’ imperative to overwhelm the frontier between theory and practice. ‘Cut-ups are for everyone,’ William Burroughs wrote (in ‘The Cut-up Method of Brion Gysin’, in The Third Mind, pp. 29–37 [p. 31]): ‘Anyone can make cut-ups. It is experimental in the sense of being something to do [. . .] Not something to argue about.’

To be sure, P-Orridge cuts a striking figure. Transformed through cosmetic surgery, he sports large, full breasts and pronounced facial features, accenting these augmentations with a vast array of other body modifications, from tattoos and piercings to a sparkling set of solid gold teeth. Breaking Sex, Breyer P-Orridge continues, becomes a project of forging ‘a twenty-first century myth of creation’, a mode of ‘genetic terrorism’ that figures a convergence of sustained assaults upon perceived ideals about the body, its pleasures and pains, and its desires. ‘When you consider transsexuality, crossdressing, cosmetic surgery, piercing, and tattooing, they are all calculated impulses – a systematic groping towards the next phase’ (see ‘Excerpts from a Dialogue’, pp. 346–7). Here, technology is implemented to strip the subject of the safeties inferred by the logics of biology, destiny and singularity, as two formerly distinct bodies pursue corporeal integration towards a conceptually distinct (though inevitably disastrous) third whole. 

Such ‘myths of creation’ have been the driving force of P-Orridge’s work across three decades of subcultural and artistic practice. As part and parcel of such ‘groping[s] towards the next phase’, P-Orridge has continually ‘terminated’ projects and collaborations in order to begin new ones. During Psychic TV’s live performance at the Tabernacle, a video projection of the words ‘E Hate Death’ rose up onto the screen behind the group, spinning out above P-Orridge’s ecstatic body. The phrase refers to P-Orridge’s trademark linguistic quirks – ‘E’ for ‘I’, ‘ov’ for ‘of’, ‘thee’ for ‘the’ and so on, with which all of the early writings were constructed. His idiosyncratic use of language and his powerful and complex ‘body play’ experiments each contribute to a singular commitment to rethinking the culture into which Breyer P-Orridge inserts innovations. As P-Orridge noted, in a short manifesto written in 1980 (Genesis P-Orridge, ‘The Lion in a Cage’, in William S. Burroughs, Brion Gysin, Throbbing Gristle, ed. by V. Vale [San Francisco: RE/Search Publications, 1982], p. 87): 

We live in limbo and thirst for freedom. Freedom from all forms of movement. To escape from existence in a world focused on perpetuating self-doubt and self-limitation. A dance of life is a dance of death. A body its cage. Time and mortality its bars. Deviate and escape.

Perhaps the most challenging innovation is P-Orridge’s concerted effort to overcome death itself, by forging on with a collaborative venture with his late wife, who now persists as a mirrored image in his sculpted flesh. The overcoming of death requires a fascination with endings, and a concerted effort to produce new beginnings. In Breaking Sex, the plot to deviate from and wishfully escape the trap of mortality – to overcome the moral priority of biological birth and death – requires collusion, collaboration, and monstrous forms of reciprocity. With the announcement of the termination of Psychic TV, Breyer P-Orridge proclaims a hatred of death, and a commitment to new possibilities. One only wonders what new projects lie in wait. With the death of Psychic TV, and the birth of Breyer P-Orridge, he is her and she is here, and new beginnings threaten to spill outwards into the scene of historical possibility.

